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Late last month the Honduran-based Nicaraguan Democratic Force (FDN) initiated an offensive in
northeastern Nicaragua, after two years of relative tranquility in the region. According to the NEW
YORK TIMES (04/11/87), Sandinista troops are believed to be involved in a major operation to seek
and destroy the contra column. On March 28, FDN troops burned four vehicles and abducted about
40 people near Puerto Cabezas. Since then, most of the persons abducted have returned home.
Marta Sacasa, spokesperson for the FDN, told Stephen Kinzer of the TIMES in a telephone interview
from Miami that the basic idea is "that the FDN should be present in every part of the country."
Diplomats in Managua say the contra strategy is planned in close cooperation with the CIA. Until
recently the only contras operating in the area have been Indians. But for more than a year, Indian
contra factions have been largely inactive. Some are negotiating with the government and others
have no money to continue fighting. Several hundred Indian contras have laid down their arms
and taken advantage of the government amnesty program to return to their villages. Government
officials appear concerned about what it would mean for Spanish-speaking contras, possibly with
US-trained squad leaders, operating in northeastern Nicaragua. They said in interviews that they
feared the FDN contras would be more disruptive than the Indian fighters have been. "The way
the FDN thinks is different," said a government administrator. "The Indian guerrillas were armed
residents of the area, but the FDN is made up of outsiders. The idea is that no one gets out alive."
Sacasa said that FDN fighters "have always been very respectful toward the coast people. The FDN
was one of the first groups to take an interest in the Miskitos and other groups that live on the
coast. It is true that there is a certain rejection of things Spanish by those people, a certain lack of
confidence. But it is not a matter of specific feelings against the FDN." The spokesperson said that
according to battlefield reports she had received, four army trucks were destroyed in a recent attack
near the village of Santa Marta, 30 miles northwest of Puerto Cabezas. In contrast, interviews in
Puerto Cabezas indicate that one of the vehicles destroyed was a bus that was the sole means of
transportation between Puerto Cabezas and Waspan, the principal Miskito town on the Coco River.
Scores of Indians have been stuck in Puerto Cabezas for as long as to weeks because there is no
way for them to return to Waspan and other river towns. Bus driver Felipe Zuniga said the bus was
stopped by contras in camouflage uniforms with FDN arm and shoulder patches. All passengers
were ordered off the bus which was then set on fire. "They made the people stand in two lines,
one for men and one for women," Zuniga said. "They marched the men off with them." He added
that about eight men managed to avoid abduction. Sandinista military commander for the region,
Jose Gonzales, said the guerrilla column numbered about 200 men. He said the contra activity was
designed "to give the impression of an active, resupplied FDN with a social base and with a chance
to strike seriously against the revolution."
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